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Luke 23:33-43


One of the questions I used to get asked--when I was pastoring a church I served at the time--had to do with these three crosses that stood outside the older part of the building.  Normally, when you see three crosses standing, they look like this, right?
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But at this church--if you ever were driving by and saw them (as you can sort of tell from this picture), you would notice the strange positioning of one of the crosses…
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…how it faced a different direction from the other two--the center one and the left one faced forward, but the right one was turned sideways.  And nobody in the church seemed to know how that had happened--they’d just always been that way.  And nobody else in the world, or so it seemed, had ever seen crosses erected like that--meaning passers-by would knock on the door and ask, “What up with that?  To which I’d say, “Beats me!”  (remove photo)  

So it was a mystery—a mystery that led us to speculating--like maybe the workers were putting them in the ground—and maybe had the last one sitting in wet cement—when lunch time came around--they’re eating peanut butter and jelly--this big gust of wind comes up--spins the one cross around, so that by the time they notice it’s too late—cement had set--had to just leave it that way.  (OK, it’s a bit far-fetched, that theory, but maybe that…)


Or maybe they weren’t paying close enough attention on the job--forgot to look up at the way it was facing when they stuck it in the ground--wasn’t ‘til somebody asked later them what in the world they were thinking, putting it up like that--Mack and Meyer scratching their heads...  (Which would’ve been a lot like the handyman projects at my house, growing up--things not planned out ahead of time--mistakes made--so when it goes all wrong you decide, well, that’s what you were thinking in the first place--just leave it like it turned out--my father was the master of that kind of do-it-yourself home repair!)  So maybe something like that happened…  

Or maybe--maybe it wasn’t a mistake--maybe it had to do with this moment from Luke’s gospel that we read a moment ago—maybe those crosses were an artist trying to tell us something—that in the account of our Lord’s crucifixion there were two other people hanging on crosses with him that day--criminals, we’re told—thieves—unlike Jesus, who never took anything from anybody—Jesus who only gave things away—Jesus, who was hanging there because he came into the world announcing that it isn’t just some lives that matter—but all lives matter—marginalized lives, poor lives, disenfranchised lives, displaced lives, Gentile lives, brown lives, black lives—and it got him hung on a cross, that kind of inclusive love.    

So, two others that day—two that deserved to be there--being crucified with Jesus—and we read that one of them turned toward Jesus--asked to be forgiven--asked to be given a place with him in Paradise…  While the other one--well, he refused God’s forgiveness--chose to stay facing the way he was.  Meaning that maybe that wrong-facing cross wasn’t wrong-facing at all--maybe it simply stood as a reminder--the reminder that we all have a choice in what we’ll do in response to God—in response to a God who loves us–loves us so much he was willing to die for us--willing to die for our sin…  See, we can either turn toward him--ask him to remember us--ask to join him in Paradise--or we can stay the way we are--which is really to turn away from him...  Maybe that’s what was going on with that mystery cross… 

[image: image3.jpg]



(the explanation that makes the most sense to me, anyway)… remove photo

We’ve come, this morning, to the story of one of the most powerful images in the history of our faith: Jesus on the cross--flanked on either side by two thieves.  (Or, if you were a first-century gawker at the scene--here are all three criminals being lifted up for public humiliation—chances are you wouldn’t have seen Jesus as being any different from the other two scoundrels hanging up there that day…).  And yet--in the final hours of their lives--these three condemned human beings came to form a “community of the dying”--entered into relationships with each other--shared intimacies--talked about matters of life and death… 

If we listen carefully to their conversation, we hear the very same issues--even the very same words--being spoken that we hear in this postmodern culture of ours, don’t we?  The same hungers and hopes--the same fears and infuriation pervading our world today--here being verbalized by this community of the dying.  On one side of Jesus is a thief who gets it--on the other side one who doesn't get it--one who, even though he's only a few feet away in his dying moments from God’s very own Son--is someone whose bitterness and lack of repentance stiff-arms the Savior of the world.  While on the other side hangs a criminal who opens his heart to God--who speaks the words we’ve come to associate with our communion table: "Jesus, remember me," he says.  That's all it took--two words: "Remember me." 

So if that question ever shows up when you’re playing Bible Trivia with somebody--the question of who the first Christian in heaven was—here’s the answer: the first Christian in heaven was a criminal from death row--one who hung on a cross next to Jesus guiltily watching his life-blood drain from his body--only to be given forgiveness and eternal life instead.  That’s who was first in line!

One of the most telling moments in the gospel story happens in these verses from Luke.  It’s a phrase repeated three times, here, by three different people (or groups of people).  In verse 35 we’re told the Jewish leaders scoffed at Jesus--said, “He saved others--let him save himself, if he’s the Messiah of God--the chosen one!”  In verse 37 it’s the Roman soldiers--those whose job it is to oversee the crucifixion--they pick up the refrain: “If you are the King of the Jews, save yourself!”  And finally--verse 39--the criminal who turned away from Jesus says it: “Are you not the Messiah?  Save yourself (and us)!”  Three times--same appeal--all with exclamation points: “Save yourself!”  Three times--asked by thee different people--none of whom understand what God’s Messiah is like--because ours is a God who does not save himself; ours is a God who gives himself!

Here’s something I want to invite you to do for a minute--want to invite you to look at your hands.  And if you would--first look at them open--just open them and hold them in your lap for a moment--look at them…  Now, if you would, close them--look at them closed for a moment…  (Pause)  When you and I were first born, we came out of our mother’s womb with our hands closed.  And every time somebody put their little finger by yours--by mine--we would wrap our tiny little hand around the finger--offered to us--and we’d hold on tight--not let go…  As a toddler, you started grabbing rattles--little toys--and when another kid came in your direction--wanted to take something away from you--why, you held on tight--said what?--said, “Mine.”  When you were in middle school, you held on tight to bicycle handlebars--or to batons and other things.  In high school you held onto the hand of Betty Lou or Billy Bob--weren’t about to let go…  In college or vocational school you hung on to a lot of different stuff—maybe some stuff you don’t even want to talk about—but when you left you were clutching a diploma in your two hands.

When you started a career, why, you grabbed the lowest rung of the ladder and hung on; then you reached for the second one and hung on, then the third--and ever since, you’ve been climbing ladders, clutching rungs.  Someday retirement will come--you’ll hang on to golf clubs or gardening tools--to pension funds or social security.  And when you get near the end of your life, you’ll start hanging on to canes and walkers.  And then you know what happens to some people--in the final moments of life?  They clutch the edge of their hospital bed--hanging on tight, as if to life itself…  And then they die--and finally they relax their grip again…

You see, you and I are, by nature, clutchers.  We scrape and claw—we work and fret--and if we ever get ahead--even a little bit--why, we hold on, right?  It doesn’t matter who or what tries to convince us to relax our grip; because we have this reflex response when it comes to giving something up--something dear to us: We say, “No way—not for him, not for her, not even for God.”  In fact, for most of us, clutching is like breathing--it just comes naturally.

But what a difference between our hands and the hands of Almighty God…  See, throughout human history, God has opened his hands and so lavishly given to us.  In the words of the psalmist, “You open your hands (O God) and satisfy the desires of every living thing.” (Psalm 145:16).  And here’s the deal: God’s kindness and generosity doesn’t fade--God’s inclination toward us doesn’t change--God’s resources and capacity to give are not drying up.  Because bound up in the very heart of God is the desire to shower his children with goodness.  And when Jesus came into the world and saw the needs of God’s people, he opened his hands--he taught, and healed, and touched, and loved, and fed, and freed.  And when he was about to be nailed to a cross as a sin payment for all of us, he did not hold on to his life; he did not shake a clenched fist at those nailing him to the cross; he opened his hands.  It’s one of the most profound promises in all of Scripture—that when somebody (when anybody) comes to the point of reaching out to God, they can expect wide open hands.  It is God’s nature--God’s profoundly generous nature--the part of God’s character that so loves to give that we are left gasping.

One time there was a congregation that had outgrown it’s sanctuary--the space where they worshipped was just too small for the numbers of people coming to church.  So they decided to build a bigger sanctuary, one with these three beautiful crosses at the front.  Their original plan called for the arms of the center cross-the largest of the three--to extend all the way around the walls to the back of the room.  And they had a debate in the congregational meeting about their plan—one of those rare debates in church about carpet color or what things should look like…  They were trying to decide--should the arms of that center cross--the cross of Jesus--go all the way around so that they met and touched--or should they remain open a bit?  You see the significance of the question?  Should the arms of the cross go all the way around to symbolize our being held in the embrace of Jesus, or should there remain room for more to come in?  Well, before they could answer the question, they ran out of money--the point became moot.  But they are people I happen to know, in that church, and I know what they’d have decided.  Those arms would have remained open, because that’s what happened two thousand years ago—the arms of God were nailed open for all time, ready to receive more, ready to receive me, ready to receive you…               

�I am indebted to Bill Hybels for this insight, from the book Giving: Unlocking the Heart of Good Stewardship (Zondervan, 2000), pp. 31-32. 
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